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Abstract  
Initial reading literacy development constitutes one of the key pillars of primary school education. In view of the current 
transformation of the content and learning process at this level of school education, initial reading literacy development has 
experienced a radical change as well. This transformation commenced in the nineties of the last century. Its main principle  
is literacy approach to initial reading and writing. By literacy approach we mean putting an emphasis on the relevance of 
education, practical use of acquired skills in common everyday situations and the importance of intrinsic motivation for optimum 
reading and writing development. The paper will show individual results of a similar survey repeated in 2011 – 2013. The 
gathered findings will be compared and the way and quality of the innovative transformation of initial reading literacy in primary 
school practice will be pointed out. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Reading literacy constitutes a significant base on the path of lifelong learning. Its level affects the levels of other 
literacies belonging to the education of the individual. Reading literacy development is one of the fundamental 
objectives of education provided by compulsory schooling.  This general objective is shared by European countries 
as well as by the Czech Republic. Although the Czech Republic has always traditionally paid special attention to 
reading development, international surveys on reading literacy revealed that on one hand, Czech pupils have good 
reading skills and that they read quite often; on the other, they struggle with completing reading tasks involving 
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understanding the links in the text, locating pieces of information and their critical evaluation, constructing their 
own texts etc. When investigating the reasons for this state, school reading instruction was analyzed and it was 
found out that it is too much centered on initial reading instruction (primarily the reading techniques) and 
comprehension, i.e. on the development of the lowest levels of reading literacy. Higher levels – metacognition, 
extracting meaning etc. are involved insufficiently in instruction, often they are missing completely. When 
analyzing textbooks used not only for reading but also for the instruction in other educational areas, it was found out 
that this type of tasks is completely absent and therefore pupils’ reading literacy is developed insufficiently in this 
area (European Comission, 2009; Wildová, 2012). In response to this fact, a principle requirement arose to 
transform the teaching of reading in schools starting at its lowest level – in the field of initial reading literacy 
development. Nowadays, it is literacy concept that is favoured in this development emphasizing the development of 
the functional use of reading at the beginning of learning along with the development of pupil’s interest and intrinsic 
motivation. The realization of this approach calls for a complete transformation of the concept of the teaching of 
initial reading in schools. For didactic purposes, it is necessary to observe this process in practice and therefore we 
decided to carry out extensive research in 2002/3 and 2012/2013. We were interested in the process of teaching in 
schools and whether the required changes in the learning concept have actually been implemented and with what 
results. 
2. Research on reading literacy development in Year 1 in Czech primary school 
2.1. The focus and aims of the empirical survey 
In 2002 – 2003, an extensive empirical survey was carried out in 250 Year1s in primary schools. It sought to 
monitor the development of reading literacy in school within the innovative processes introduced after 1989 into the 
Czech school system, both from the pupils’ viewpoint (their reading attainment and their attitude to reading skills 
were monitored) and teachers’ viewpoint. After ten years, we conducted a similar survey again with the aim of 
exploring reading instruction in action after implementing all measures and applying various innovative trends. 
Again we focused on pupils and their reading skills development and on teachers and their methods during reading 
instruction in Year 1. In the paper presented at WCPG 2013, we focused on the presentation of the results of the 
teacher’s didactic work. In this paper, we will show the results illustrating the development of pupils’ initial reading 
literacy in Year 1. At the same time, we will provide a comparison with the results of a similar survey ten years ago 
(Wildová, 2014). Initial reading literacy development was examined in the following parameters: 
 
x The level of pupils’ pre-reading skills when entering Year 1 
x Reading accuracy (types of errors, their frequency, etc.) 
x Comprehension (the level of comprehension) 
x Fluency (spelling, syllabification, reading from word to word, from sentence to sentence, etc.) 
x Attitude to reading 
 
These parameters were observed in two groups of pupils, whose reading instruction differs in the primary 
teaching method – phonics teaching (synthetic method) and analytical-synthetic method. No other methods were 
included in the investigation because they are used sporadically and unsystematically in Czech schools; and only 
these two methods were officially approved by the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports. 
2.2. The Organisation of the Research 
2.2.1. The Sample 
 
2756 pupils from Year 1 participated in the research, 52% of whom were girls and 47% boys. 78% of pupils were 
at the age of 6 – 6.5, 22% of pupils were aged 6.5 – 7. No older or younger pupils took part in the research. At the 
same time, it should be noted that 17% of pupils were from small village schools with mixed aged group classes, 
83% from larger schools. In terms of the regions, the sample represented almost equally pupils from small towns 
and villages (30%), middle-sized towns (37%) and large towns (33%). The sample comprised 28% of pupils, for 
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whom Czech is not their first language (mother tongue). A little less than half of these pupils (46%) could speak 
Czech when entering school. 
2.2.2. Research Methods 
 
The survey aimed to obtain as much “objective” information as possible about the development of pupils’ initial 
reading literacy. Therefore more methods were used and these were combined as necessary. The level of pre-reading 
skills was explored through a set of activities monitoring the level of visual and auditory perception, speech 
development, visual and auditory memory, attention and right-left orientation. All activities were prepared as games 
in a friendly and safe environment for pupils. The accuracy of reading was observed in reading aloud. We monitored 
whether the mistakes made by pupils change or do not change the meaning of the reading text, how often specific 
mistakes occurred and whether pupils were able to self-correct their errors. The level of comprehension was 
observed in filling the missing words into the text (reading gaps) and questions following the text. We focused on 
the fact whether pupils are able to show “immediate” understanding, whether they only read “from word to word” or 
whether they are capable of a certain level of generalization when establishing meaning (Riley, 2003). In terms of 
reading fluency, we examined a way of reading, i.e. whether pupils only read isolated sounds/letters, or syllables 
(whether they can link them), or whether they can already read whole words, or sentences. This was monitored 
through individual loud reading comprising 2 sentences (8 words).  The survey also focused on pupils’ attitude to 
reading. We wondered whether pupils favour reading in class or as one of the leisure time activities. To find out 
pupil’s views, we prepared a scale of activities, from which pupils were to select the ones which they preferred as 
number 1, 2 or 3 distinguishing in class and free time activities. Controlled observation (following defined criteria) 
belonged to research methods. The analysis of sound and video recordings of reading obtained during classroom 
observations was also part of the research in most cases. The research team was provided with in-depth instruction 
and trained at methodology meetings. 
2.2.3. Survey timeline 
 
May 2012 – June 2012: research team training 
September 2012 – June 2013: conducting the survey 
June 2013 – November 2013: survey data processing, conclusions 
2.2.4. Research findings and comparing them with 2002/3 
 
Due to the fact that the research was completed in May, not all data have been processed yet (mainly the data 
concerning the initial reading literacy development of the pupils, for whom Czech is not their mother tongue). The 
data on the reading development of these pupils were not included in the paper due to the risk of misinterpretation of 
the overall Year 1 pupils’ results. These data will be processed separately and the conclusions will be formulated 
separately as well. However, they will be included in the overall results to formulate recommendations and follow-
up research and didactic steps since these pupils are part of the contemporary Czech primary education (Wildová, 
2005; Wildová, 2012). We expect to have the complete evaluation of all obtained data at the beginning of 2014. 
Along with the conclusions, recommendations for various target groups – practising teachers, pupils’ parents, 
faculties of education, etc. will be published. For the sake of clarity, we present results and individual conclusions 
according to the observed categories, by means of which we explored the development of initial reading literacy 
(these results hence do not include the pupils of minority groups). The figure expresses the percentage of pupils out 
of the whole monitored file in 2012/2013 (the figures in brackets show similar data from 2002/3 for comparison). 
2.2.4.1. Pre-reading skills 
 
The level of pre-reading skills was investigated in the 2nd and 3rd week of school in Year 1. From the viewpoint 
of visual perception, 93% of pupils (95%) were prepared for the systematic teaching of reading. The field of visual 
discrimination caused major problems to pupils. Activities developing visual closure were the easiest ones for them. 
There were no fundamental differences between girls and boys, larger and small village schools, nor among schools 
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varying in the size of region. Better results were achieved by older pupils; they were no differences among pupils 
taught by different teaching methods. The auditory perception did not reveal such positive results; only 67% (61%) 
of pupils showed sufficient auditory readiness for school reading instruction. Auditory analysis and discrimination 
were the most problematic areas. There were significant differences between girls and boys with girls achieving 
better results. There were no other fundamental differences in other monitored groups. Overall, older pupils 
performed better. The field of speech development was examined through completing sentences, repeating tongue 
twisters, and “reading” picture cards. We may conclude that we may evaluate pupils' speech readiness as good. We 
may say that 76% of pupils (70%) are prepared for reading instruction in terms of speech. Better results could be 
seen in girls, pupils from large towns and cities, and older pupils. However, we see a large amount of pupils having 
difficulties as a serious problem – altogether 32% (21%) speech difficulties leading in some cases to 
misunderstanding of some words pronounced by pupils. These speech defects occurred more frequently with boys.  
Attention was investigated through spotting differences between pictures. 64% of pupils (68%) completed this task 
successfully. There were no significant differences between girls and boys, nor between the other monitored groups. 
The only major difference appeared in the pupils from larger and small village schools in favour of the pupils from 
larger schools. Visual and auditory memory was explored again by a game - pupils played Kim's game (“What has 
changed on the table”) and consequently they reiterated the clapped rhythm. The total of 72% of pupils (63%) 
completed these tasks. Girls, pupils from larger schools and older pupils performed better in these tasks.  Right-left 
orientation turned out to be a problem. Only 54% of pupils (69%) were able to work successfully in the right-left 
space and area. Once again girls and older pupils had better attainment. This finding is rather worrying (together 
with the finding on the significant number of speech defects) and it can have a negative influence on the pupil’s 
introduction to reading instruction, particularly during the first steps of this process - pupils can struggle with 
remembering/recalling visually similar/inverted letter shapes, matching sounds and letters, etc. 
2.2.4.2. Accuracy, comprehension and fluency 
 
Accuracy, comprehension and fluency were investigated in September and January in the academic year 
2012/2013. When exploring reading accuracy we may say that in January mistakes changing the meaning of the 
word prevailed. There were altogether 62% (75%) of these mistakes made by pupils. In June, the ratio of mistakes 
changing or not changing the meaning of the text almost evened out. Out of the total number of monitored pupils, it 
was possible to examine the accuracy mistakes (without categorization) - 65% of pupils (68%) in January, and only 
43% of pupils (56%) in June. From the viewpoint of the differences in the observed groups, it was revealed that in 
January the following groups made fewer mistakes in reading: girls, pupils attending larger schools, and pupils 
taught to read by phonics. June does not reveal such significant differences. Girls keep making fewer mistakes, the 
gap between pupils attending larger schools and schools with mixed age groups is narrowing, as well as the gap 
between the phonics taught pupils and pupils taught by the analytical-synthetic method. The evaluation of the 
justification of the mistakes is positive in terms of decrease in the mistakes changing the meaning of the text. We 
may assume that this finding closely corresponds with the results of the pupils engaged in the activities exploring the 
level of comprehension. Pupils’ “error rate” has changed in past ten years in terms of its character; mistakes 
changing the meaning of the text have decreased. This can be explained by the current tendencies that prefer 
assessing reading accuracy by noting whether pupils understood the text (Hulme and Snowling, 2008; Caroll, 2011). 
The level of comprehension was explored from the viewpoint of immediate understanding and literal understanding 
versus understanding using abstract thinking to establish meaning. Literal understanding predominated in the sample 
in both research dates. Only a minimum number of pupils were able to use a certain level of abstract thinking – 12% 
(8%). 34% (22%) of pupils were capable of immediate understanding in January; in June it was altogether 61% 
(53%). Girls, pupils from larger schools and the phonics taught pupils had better attainment. Neither school location 
nor pupils’ age affected the results in one or the other month. When evaluating the overall level of comprehension 
we may conclude that the prevailing immediate understanding constitutes a period in the development of 
comprehension appropriate for the development stage. Overall, it is necessary to rethink working with texts, using 
one’s own views and experience when being engaged with the text content. It is also necessary to systematically 
practice the skill of immediate understanding. In comparison with the research ten years ago we may see a slight 
improvement, but we cannot be certainly happy with such result yet. In fluency we observed particularly whether 
pupils sound out or syllabify the words (blending or not blending the sounds together), or whether they read from 
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word to word, sentence to sentence. In January, spelling predominated in pupils taught to read by phonics – 66% of 
pupils (71%), which is inherent to phonics teaching. 34% of pupils (29%) read from word to word/sentence to 
sentence. In the analytical-synthetic method, syllabification without blending the syllables predominated in January 
– 57% of pupils (64%), syllabification with blending ranked as second – 24% of pupils (20%), only 19% of pupils 
(16%) read from word to word or sentence to sentence. Apart from the distinction based on the reading method there 
were no other significant differences in the observed groups. In June, the differences in fluency with both methods 
narrowed, most pupils were reading from word to word/sentence to sentence – 79% of pupils (65%) taught to read 
by phonics, 75% of pupils (70%) taught by the analytical-synthetic method. There were no other significant 
differences. The fluency of reading can be evaluated as satisfactory at both methods. In comparison with the 
research ten years ago, we may see a slight improvement, the cause of which may lie in the encouragement to let 
pupils use their own reading strategies of “decoding”. 
2.2.4.3. Attitude to reading 
 
The attitude to reading was investigated in September and January in the academic year 2012/13. The research 
included the investigation of pupils’ attitude to reading as well. This was explored directly – pupils were to select 
favoured activities, and indirectly – by observations, interviews with pupils and teachers. Pupils were asked whether 
they prefer reading to other school activities – 66% of pupils (43%) put reading first, and whether they prefer it as a 
leisure time activity – 42% of pupils (23%) put again reading first. There were differences between the phonics 
taught pupils and the pupils taught by the analytical-synthetic method, mainly in January (with phonics teaching 
having better results). In June, the results of the preferences for reading skills are not so significant. This could be 
explained by the teaching strategy for reading in phonics teaching – the pupils are very soon (as early as in January) 
able to read any text, which significantly enhances their motivation to read whereas with the analytical-synthetic 
method in January pupils do not know all the letters and word structures and they struggle with reading any texts. In 
June, the development of initial reading is completed for the analytical-synthetic method as well and pupils can thus 
also read any text. 
No other differences were observed in the monitored groups. In summing up the findings of the attitudes to 
reading, we may conclude that most pupils enjoy reading at school; they even prefer it to other activities. Pupils also 
regard reading as one of the interesting leisure time activities. In comparison to the research ten years ago, there is a 
significant postitive shift. This shift corrensponds with the current – literacy – concept of the initial reading literacy 
development (Wildová, 2005; Wildová, 2012). 
3. Conclusion 
The research provided a wide range of remarkable facts. Besides the in-depth analysis of the current situation of 
the initial reading literacy development, the comparison with the results of a similar survey undertaken ten years ago 
is also interesting. At the moment, not all the data are processed; the inclusion of the results of the pupils of minority 
groups will give an overall picture of the situation. For the sake of comparison with the research from 2002/3, we 
did not include these data into the overall evaluation at a certain stage of processing. We may assume that the 
inclusion of these pupils’ results will affect the overall results. However, we will carry out this inclusion in the final 
evaluation although the results thus processed will not be comparable with the previous research as the 
representation of the pupils of minority groups was not so significant in that research. In summing up the data 
processed in this stage, we may conclude that the area where there is greatest room for improvement is the 
preparation for school reading instruction - particularly in the field of auditory perception and speech development – 
an increase in pupils with speech defects. This situation is worrying and it is necessary to consistently urge pre-
school institutions and particularly parents to take action. From the viewpoint of reading attainment characteristics, a 
preference for literacy approach in the development of initial reading literacy is gradually, though very slowly, 
becoming apparent in practice. It turns out that teachers start to prefer comprehension, the meaning of the text 
content, skills to work with the text. This is positively reflected not only in the evaluation of the individual 
characteristics of reading attainment, but also in the pupils’ attitude to reading. We do not venture to draw more 
extensive conclusions at this stage of data processing. These results already show that the desired trend in initial 
reading literacy development is gradually being implemented into Czech primary school practice. 
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